Introduction
Africa is a continent rich in biodiversity. With a geographical area of about 30.4 million square kilometers, the continent is endowed with diverse animal genetic resources. Native chickens are an integral part of the African landscape, being the most adaptable and geographically widespread livestock species in Africa. Their habitats range from the cool alpine climate of the highlands of Eastern Africa to the hot dry temperatures of the North African deserts including the hot humid tropics of West Africa. The total chicken population in Africa is estimated at 1.2 billion (80% of which are native chickens) producing 1,695,620 metric tons of eggs and 2,096,000 metric tons of meat (FAO 2004) . Native chickens represent a major component within the poultry sub-sector, especially in low-income food-deficit countries of Africa where the net income/person/annum amounts to less than US$ 1,505 (Gueye 2000) . Most African native chickens have evolved through natural selection for adaptation to various agro-ecoclimatological conditions and to a very limited extent, through artificial selection based on the socio-cultural and economic objectives of a given community. The sheer population size of native chickens implies that ample investment in research in this sector is indeed a matter of great urgency. It is also important to note that these chickens are also growing in economic importance in several African countries.
The importance of native chicken in sustaining livelihoods cannot be overemphasized. They fulfill several functions, some of which are difficult to assign any monetary value (pest control, socio-cultural etc.), with the most important being income generation and home consumption (Gueye 2003 ; Table 1 , page 16). Native chicken production is highly favourable to low-input/output production systems due to low capital investment, high cost efficiency, flexible production system and low production risk (Kitalyi 1998 Marle -Koster and Nel (2000) . 2) Wimmers et al. (2000) .
3) Tadelle (2005 are raised with minimum inputs, the levels of productivity have been observed to be characteristically low (Mwalusanya et al. 2002; Njenga 2005) . However, much variation has also been observed in productivity (Table 2) with some chickens performing quite well with respect to growth rate, egg production, egg weight, fertility and hatchability (Msoffe et al. 2004 ) indicating the inherent genetic potential for improvement without dramatically changing the production environment. Njenga (2005) also observed great variation in productive performance between different genotypes of native chickens indicating that even between genotypes differences in productive performance does exist (Table 3) .
Large variations in performance have also been observed for native chickens raised under controlled conditions (Table 4) . Average body weight gains up to 8 weeks of age of 212 g have been observed (Tadelle et al. 2003; Menge et al. 2005) . This is higher than what has been observed on-farm (157 g) by Tadelle and Ogle (2001) . Tadelle et al. (2003) observed that mixed sex local chicken ecotypes from Ethiopia had a mean body weight gain of 405 g at 12 weeks of age (range 349-479 g). This is lower than that reported by Mafeni (1995) for Cameroon native chickens (538 g) but higher than that reported by Omeje and Nwosu (1984) for Nigerian chickens (371 g). This indicates that changing management conditions could result in positive changes in performance by native chickens. Hatching weights of chicks have been observed to be positively correlated with egg weight. A 1 g difference in egg weight was reflected in about 8 -10 g difference in chick weight at 2 months of age (Teketel 1986; Shanawany 1987) . A1g difference in egg weight at laying increases to 1.5 g difference in body weight at hatching to 7 g at six weeks and 32 g at 12 weeks of age ).
Thus selecting for egg weight has a significant influence on the subsequent growth performance of native chickens.
These results are in agreement with the observations of Mathur et al. (1989) . Generally, whenever native chickens are evaluated, it has always been observed that highly productive native birds do exist, implying that native chickens have the genetic potential to respond favourably to improved management. For example, Aganga et al. (2003) observed that Tswana hens provided with layers marsh produced up to 5 eggs/week as compared to those on composite feed that produced only 1 egg/week; a 400% The future prospects of rearing native chickens are bright because products from native chickens are much more esteemed as they are perceived to be flavour some and of higher quality than those obtained from commercial breeds (Gueye 2003) . Consumers generally argue that products from native birds are tastier and healthier (because synthetic drugs are rarely used on these birds) and therefore these products often fetch premium prices. For example, in 1995 the average prices of meat from native chicken in Dakar, Senegal varied from US$ 2.54 to 3.93 per kg at markets and supermarkets, respectively (Gueye 2003) .
These represented increases of about 13% at markets and 27% at supermarkets in comparison with prices of meat from commercial chicken. In Zambia, it has been observed that an adult village chicken in town might cost US$ 7.0 compared to US$ 3.5 for a hybrid chicken (Sayila 1998) .
Prospects for genetic improvement
The great variation in egg weight, growth rate, adult weight as well as the variability observed in the existence of different ecotypes indicates that the native chickens are phenotypically and genetically heterogeneous. This heterogeneity and the excellent adaptation to various ecological conditions including disease resistance indicates that native chickens form a rich genepool that is ideal for selective breeding and multiplication of the best genotype for a particular production environment. As pointed out by Horst (1988) the genetic resource for native chicken is rich and should form the basis for genetic improvement and diversification to produce breeds adapted to the tropics.
Programs aimed at improving the health and productive performance of native chicken ought to be sustainable in order to have lasting impacts on income, nutrition and health of human populations (Kitalyi 1998) .
Opportunities
for future research and development In spite of all these studies, the genetic diversity inherent in native African chicken has yet to be fully studied and described in detail and in a consistent manner; and, the opportunities it offers identified. Very little is known about the inter-and intra-typic genetic variation among different phenotypic lines, although such information is a prerequisite for making informed decisions on sustainable conservation and genetic improvement. It is therefore necessary to assess the diversity levels in native African chickens in order to determine improvement and conservation priorities. This is especially necessary owing to the husbandry systems practiced by local farmers, which may affect diversity levels through inbreeding. However, nothing much is know about the organoleptic properties of the products from native chicken. These also need to be quantified and if confirmed, then native chickens could be used to develop specific breeds for niche markets.
